RUSSIA BEFORE 1914                        15
throughout the world The Russian Ballet and the
Moscow Arts Theatre and the Hermitage Art Collection
at St Petersburg were famous in all the capitals of Europe
That magnificent main street of St Petersburg, the capital,
called Nevsky Prospect, was flanked on both sides bv stately
palaces and gardens which were the equal of any of their
kind in Europe But these large centres were few, and the
culture they housed was like a thin crust on society Many
provincial towns were little more than overgrown villages,
most even of the larger ones lacked a proper water-supply
and modern sanitation, as they lacked also any decent
library or picture-gallery Most of the houses, at least
outside the immediate centre of the town, were of wooden
structure, as in a village, and this was true even of the
largest cities No more than fifteen in every hundred
people lived in towns, and four in every five people lived
by tilling the soil As a combined result of poverty and
bad sanitation and insufficient medical attention, the death-
rate, specially among children, was abnormally high (The
general death-rate was nearly 30 per 1,000, or nearly double
what it was in the United Kingdom at that date, and the
infant death-rate was between two and three times what it
was in this country Since then the infant death-rate in
USSR has been halved as a result of better care* of chil-
dren and of mothers )
The largest section of society was the peasantry or
small working-farmers, the mass of them wretchedly poor,
working their 10 to 12-acre holdings with the labour of
their family Had it not been for the need to get money
with which to pay taxes, most of them would have sent little
of their produce to market, but would have consumed it
themselves Among them were a few well-to-do peasants
who possessed more land and were better equipped with
horses or oxen and ploughs and carts and barns for storage
They were called kulaks (the Russian word for jfo/), because
they often drove hard bargains with their poorer neighbours
as village money-lenders or traders in a small way But
there were also peasant families even poorer than the average,